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Recent findings from the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

found that youth organizations around the world have expressed concern about the impact of COVID-

19 on the mental well-being of socio-economically disadvantaged youth and their families (OECD, 

2020). Disruptions to educational access, inequalities in home learning environments, and economic 

distress have increased stress, anxiety, depression, and loneliness in our young people. Additionally, 

increased reports of domestic violence and cases of racism and discrimination (UNESCO, 2020) have 

left long-lasting psychological effects in youth’s mental health.  

In 2021 the U.S. Department of Education released a new resource promoting school-based mental 

health, social and emotional well-being among children (U.S. Department of Education, 2021). Now 

more than ever, it is important for schools to provide students and families with universal mental 

health services that increase the social-emotional competencies needed to restore psychological 

security and well-being (Charania, 2022). Knowing that children thrive in a multi-systems approach to 

mental health development, a growing number of schools have utilize generic approach to deliver 

school-based mental health services (Taylor et al, 2017); however, there is scant empirical evidence 

investigating universal mental health services for low income, Latinx children and their families 

attending public schools (Fusar-Poli, 2019; Gándara, 2017; Garbacz et al., 2021). Scholars are calling 

for the study of multicomponent, coordinated interventions that are theory-driven and promote the 

positive development of Latinx children in real-world community settings (Cabrera, 2013; Erbstein & 

Fabionar, 2019). 

Previous studies conclude that positive youth development interventions for racially diverse children 

are most effective in schools when they (a) build positive factors rather than reduce negative factors, (b) 

increase students’ developmental assets and (c) positively impact the school environment (Greenberg, et 

al., 2003; Smith, Witherspoon & Osgood, 2017; Waters, 2011). Building upon past findings, this quasi-

experimental case study utilizes a sample of 27 teachers, the school administrator, and 281 low-income, 
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Latinx children and their parents living in northern California to test the hypothesis that a school-based 

universally designed mental health program can strengthen students’ developmental asset attainment and 

foster a positive school environment.  

Theoretical Foundation 

 Since the early 1990’s developmental scientists have approached the study of youth development 

from a strength-based perspective anticipating that positive changes can occur when youth assets are 

aligned with resources for healthy growth within the family, school, and the community (Bornstein et 

al., 2003; Shek et al., 2019) When a systematic promotion of youth asset development occurs over 

time researchers note that youth thrive (Dowling et al., 2004; Lerner et al., 2005). 

The Developmental Assets Framework 

 The asset building theoretical framework informing this study (Benson, et al., 1998) stems from an 

understanding in developmental psychology that characterizes the child as a developing person, 

embedded in multiple contexts (or ecologies), and who participates in dynamic ecological transactions. 

Benson et al. (2006) studied the key supports that are needed for youth to thrive across diverse social 

and ecological settings. These resources are described as the nutrients needed to sustain the growth of 

a healthy young person (Benson, 2003). Viewing youth development programs as a source of asset 

attainment originates from the bioecological construct that macro-level systems can positively affect 

healthy change in youth living (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). 

 Summarizing his work at the Search Institute in Minneapolis, Benson (2007) describes his model 

of positive youth development as an accumulation of 40 assets that predict resiliency and the ability to 

thrive. External assets are comprised of positive support that youth receive from peers, parents, 

teachers, neighbors, and other important adults in their life. Internal assets are characteristics that 

reflect personal psychological strengths. The combined internal and external assets encompass eight 

thriving indicators. 
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 Benson posits that the quantity and strength of developmental assets can positively or negatively 

impact youth behaviors. An increase in the number of assets in a young person’s life can significantly 

reduce risky teen behaviors such as alcohol, tobacco, and drug abuse, antisocial behavior, violence, 

school failure, sexual activity, attempted suicide, and gambling. Although several past studies have 

reported that the cumulative effect of assets is associated with an increase in academic achievement, 

resiliency, leadership, pro social behavior, the delay of gratification, and the affirmation of diversity; 

few studies have investigated the effects of individual asset development in the lives of Latinx children 

in an elementary school setting (Ramirez et al., 2017).  

The Transformational Ecology Model of Developmental Asset Attainment 

 Children live in multiple microsystems of interrelated relationships that exist both inside and 

outside of school (McElvain, 2009; Sameroff, 2002). These mesosystem interactions between the child, 

school, family, peers, and community relationships are not static (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). They are 

dynamic, synergistic communiqué that affect change within the “system” therefore we consider them 

“transformational”. In describing the socialization patterns that occur within each system Berns (2016) 

states, “The social context of individual interactions and experiences determines the degree to which 

individuals can develop their abilities and realize their potential” (p. 20). 

     Mirroring John Dewey’s (1949) thinking, Figure 1 depicts the ecologically centered, theoretical 

model utilized in this study. The Transformational Ecology Model of Developmental Asset Attainment 

views the child’s ecosystem as an amalgamation of four socializing microsystems: (a) school, (b) 

family, (c) peers, and (d) community.  Embedded within and between each microsystem are 

developmental assets that drive dynamic co-actions designed to socially influence the child. Each 

developmental asset is seen as a protective factor that acts to strengthen the child’s capacity for 

positive development. Internal assets originate from the child and have the potential to evoke positive 

change in school, family, peer, and community contexts. External assets stem from each microsystem 
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and can potentially develop a child who academically achieves and is socially caring. Therefore, when 

we take this eco-developmental approach, we view the positive development of children more broadly 

because communities are portrayed as relational spaces where intentional efforts are made to integrate 

children as resources and contributors to their families, schools, and neighborhoods (Goldstein & 

Brooks, 2014). 
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Study Aims and Guiding Questions 

 The purpose of this 10-month case study was to investigate the effects of a multi-tiered, universal 

mental health program (The Glen Project) on the (a) individual developmental asset attainment of low-

income, K-5th grade Latinx students, (b) families, and (c) components of the school climate. The 

guiding questions for the study were: 

1.  What were the overall asset attainment differences for participating students over 10-months? 

2.  What was the asset attainment among subjects participating in separate settings? 

3.  How did students describe their asset development? How did parents describe their child’s asset 

development?   

4.  How did the Glen Project impact the school climate?  

 The Glen Project was a five-year positive child development initiative funded by a Prevention 

Early Intervention (PEI) grant whose goal was to reduce disparities in access to mental health 

interventions among underserved cultural populations due to stigma, discrimination, and lack of 

knowledge about mental health services. The Glen Project utilized a multi-level school-based strategy 

to address family needs in multiple settings such as the school, the community, in the families’ homes, 

and at community-based organizations. This study investigated the first year of the program’s 

implementation. 

 Because Developmental Asset attainment is seen as a measure of childhood resiliency and the 

ability to thrive, this study explored how the Glen Project improved student Developmental Asset 

attainment within the first year of program implementation. The study investigated program affects 

within eight asset indicators: Support, Empowerment, Boundaries and Expectations, Constructive Use 

of Time, Commitment to Learning, Positive Values, and Social Competencies. To investigate the 

effects of the program more deeply, the researcher examined the effects of two program levels: (a) 

mental health services and (b) school support services. Corroborative qualitative data determined (a) 
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how students perceived their asset development, and (b) how parents perceived their child’s asset 

development.  

The Glen Project services for students and families were organized using a universal “School-

Centric” approach. This approach views teachers and administrators as key partners in all aspects of 

the program. For this reason, this study gathered survey and interview data from the teachers and the 

principal in order to understand how the Glen Project impacted the overall school climate. 

 The original vision for the Glen Project was grounded in an ecological systems approach to 

positive child development. Initial communication with the parents and the community included all 

aspects of the child’s ecology. For example, when the Glen Project was in its design phase, the school 

distributed a bilingual survey to every family asking parents to prioritize the needs of their child. The 

information from the survey helped to determine the types of services the school offered and prompted 

the formation of an advisory board composed of parents, teachers, the administrator, community social 

agencies, and local university faculty. Subsequently, the advisory board developed the school based 

universal mental health program (The Glen Project) that continues to meet monthly to assess program 

effectiveness and strategize future program services.   

 This study investigated two levels of Glen Project program services. Table 1 describes each service. 

The Glen Project Prevention Early Intervention (PEI) services were funded by a PEI grant and 

included one full time school psychologist and several part time therapists from two community-

counseling centers. Bilingual therapists were used to more effectively interact with families who spoke 

no English.  
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The Glen Project school support services were funded by the district and the school. Table 2 

describes each service. All child development services were free, site-based, and meant to target a 

wide variety of families. All school support services were offered outside of school hours throughout 

the school year. 
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Background and Setting 

 This study was conducted in a community serving a highly vulnerable population. According to 

the county’s Mental Health Department (MHD) Risk Rating Study, the students served by the school 

were identified as at risk for school failure due to unaddressed emotional and behavioral problems.  

The school had the highest risk ratings (5.3 out of 6) relative to its population (52,000) associated with 

indicators of poverty, substance abuse, child removals, juvenile justice entries, mental health clients, 

and teen mothers. Relative to other communities comprising the county, the school was impacted due 
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to its partial remoteness and semi-rural demographic placing it far from essential services. Community 

violence and gang activity were also on the rise. Incidences of violent crimes, murder, robbery, and 

theft exceeded the national average, while economic shortfalls drastically strapped the necessary 

resources from law enforcement and fire departments.  

 The school administrator reported that most (95%) of the students at the K-5th grade elementary 

school in this study lived below the poverty line and were first, or second-generation Latinx 

immigrants from Mexico. She also characterized the neighborhood surrounding the school as “crime 

ridden” and the majority of the children “came to school traumatized and unable to focus on 

academics.” The principal of the school and the school psychologist reported severe school wide 

behavior problems affecting the children’s school performance at a very young age. Data obtained 

from the administration reported a rising number of yearly office referrals (a) discipline referrals 

(n=127), (b) academic referrals (n=171), and (c) suspensions (n=41). 

 Informal conversations with the principal also revealed a psychosocial disconnect between the 

school staff, parents, and students. Most of the teachers (n=27) were white (n=23), female (n=24), 

non-Hispanic residents of the city who grew up in the neighborhood before the current demographic 

shift. They expressed a belief that the school was an unsafe place because of students’ destructive 

behaviors, home/school cultural linguistic mismatch, and psychosocial misunderstanding of the effects 

of poverty on learning. Moreover, several parents confidentially relayed their own negative attitudes to 

the administrators. They frequently reported distrust toward school personnel because of perceived 

injustices experienced by their children.  

Methods 

 Research to practice scholarship has found that a greater potential for consensus occurs when 

multiple sources of evidence support a particular conclusion (Lloyd-Jones, 2003). This case study 
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utilized a mixed methods approach to ascertain the effects of the Glen Project universal mental health 

program on students’ asset attainment and overall school climate.  

 Multiple sources of data were collected from (a) Developmental Assets Preteen Profile (DAP-P) 

surveys, (b) student interviews, (c) bilingual parent interviews, (d) Creating A Great Place to Learn 

Survey (CGPL) (d) pre/post administrative referral reports, and (e) an end of the year exit interview 

with the principal.  

Participants 

 Two levels of human subjects’ approval were obtained from (a) the county Health Services 

Institutional Review Board, and (b) university Institutional Review Board. Informed consent was 

obtained from all human subjects involved in the study. The Glen Project subjects were divided into 

four groups (a) students, (b) parents, (c) teachers, and (d) the principal. Student asset attainment was 

studied in two settings (a) PEI mental health services and (b) school support services. Program 

enrollment data was ascertained through event sign in sheets and services participant data. 

 The self-selected parent and student sample (n=281) included over twice as many students (n=202) 

as there were parents (n=79). The student and parent distribution were fairly equal across grade levels 

and gender (see Table 3). Most of the students (96%) and parents were Hispanic, and most families 

(91%) qualified for free lunch.  

 Within the student sample approximately 42% received PEI mental health services, 58% 

participated in informal school support services. Among parents, approximately 59% received PEI 

mental health services, and 41% participated in informal school support services. 

 

 

 



THE GLEN PROJECT   

 

11 

 Within the total sample, a self-selected group of students (n=54) and parents (n=34) receiving 

services agreed to participate in individual interviews. The interviewed student sample was equally 

distributed across gender but not grade level (see Table 4). More students in grade 1 (24%) and grade 

4 (24%) agreed to participate in the interview. Most of the interviewed students receiving Glen Project 

services were Hispanic (95%) and qualified for free and reduced lunch (90%).  

 

 

 

 

 Also, most of the interviewed parents participating in the Glen Project were Hispanic (90%) and 

qualified for free and reduced lunch (90%). More females (88%) than males (12%) participated in the 

interview. Table 5 reports that a significant number of parents shared that they never attended school 

(40%), were non-English speakers, (78%) and self-identified as undocumented immigrants (61%).  

 

 Most of the teachers in the school (n=23) agreed to participate in the study. Most were female 

(n=20), and White (n=15). The teaching experience in the school varied. Some teachers had worked in 

the school 1-2 years (n=7), others worked 6-10 years (n=5), but most worked more than 10 years 

(n=9). Only one teacher worked in the school for less than a year.  

To support the goals of the Glen Project, all teachers received the following training programs 

throughout the year: a) the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program, (b) the Love and Logic Discipline 

Program and (c) The Therapeutic Crisis Intervention Protocol Training. The training programs were 
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funded by the PEI grant and local school funding. The training programs were rolled out in sequential 

phases. This research project investigated the school climate program effects in year one of the 

professional development sequence. 

 The principal in the school was a female, native Spanish speaker who had been at the school for 

three years. The principal was pivotal in the development of the program and was instrumental in 

obtaining the PEI, district, and school funding to support the project for five years. The researcher 

conducted an informal exit interview with the principal to ascertain her perspectives of program 

effectiveness on various aspects of the school climate.  

Procedures 

 At the beginning of the school year the researcher met with the staff and faculty to outline the 

parameters of the research project. The principal sent home a bilingual letter explaining the purpose of 

the study to each family along with the bilingual consent form. As part of the Promotores Program 

supported by the PEI grant, a Spanish speaking parent liaison made individual contact with parents to 

explain the program services and invite them to participate in a bilingual telephone interview. Student 

assent forms were distributed once parent consent was received. Teachers randomly invited students 

with consent forms to participate in individual interviews conducted in class.  

 The timeline for the data collection occurred at the beginning and at the end of the academic year. 

In September and May, the teachers administered the Developmental Assets Preteen Profile (DAP-P) 

to students and the researcher obtained the end of the year administrative referral report from the 

previous academic year. The bilingual Spanish/English DAP-P was mailed home for parents to 

complete. In May, research assistants conducted student interviews and bilingual parent telephone 

interviews. The researcher then collected the end of the year administrative referral report and 

conducted an informal end of the year exit interview with the principal. 
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Instrumentation and Data Analysis 

 A variety of quantitative and qualitative instruments were used to ascertain the effects of the Glen 

Project on students’ asset development and the school climate. The researcher gathered data from 

students, parents, teachers, and the principal to understand the full scope of the project’s impact. The 

analysis procedure is presented within each instrumentation description. 

Instruments 

The Search Institute’s Student Developmental Assets Preteen Profile (DAP-P) is a social-

emotional assessment which measures youth internal strengths and external supports over time. The 

DAP-P survey (Search Institute, 2011) was developed for the researcher in a beta version and was 

administered in the fall and spring. It utilizes a 4-point Likert-scale with 58 questions that prompt 

students to choose between Never, Sometimes, A lot, and Always responses. The DAP-P surveys for 

the student sample were analyzed using descriptive statistics, a Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test, and a 

One-Way Repeated Measures ANOVA. 

 A K-5 interview protocol was developed by the researcher to complement the DAP-P survey and 

qualitatively ascertain students’ perceptions of their developmental asset attainment. Research 

assistants trained in effective interviewing strategies for children conducted individual interviews in 

the students’ classroom in English. When short answers were given by the students, the interviewer 

asked clarifying follow up questions to better understand the child’s perspective. The 20-question 

interview asked open-ended questions that were related to each of the asset categories (see Figure 2).  
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 A bilingual parent telephone interview protocol was also developed by the researcher to 

compliment the DAP-P survey and ascertain parents’ perceptions of their child’s asset attainment. 

Bilingual Spanish/English research assistants trained in effective interviewing strategies for adults 

made appointments with each parent to conduct the telephone interview. Like the student interview 

protocol, the 24-question parent interview asked open-ended questions related to each asset category 

(see Figure 3).  
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 An informal end of the year principal interview was conducted by the researcher to understand 

how the Glen Project affected the school climate in terms of student discipline, teacher/student 

relationships and parent involvement. The principal was asked to share her insights verbally and in a 

written reflection. The principal also submitted an end of the year Discipline Report which compared 

annual referrals from the previous year. The Discipline Report was analyzed using descriptive 

statistics and supported with quotes from the written reflection. 

 The Creating a Great Place to Learn (CGPL) survey developed by the Search Institute (Search 

Institute, 2006) was utilized in this study to understand school climate perceptions among participating 
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teachers (n=23). The CGPL has been nationally tested and demonstrates good reliability and validity 

(Voight & Hanson, 2012). The 84-question survey is organized on a 5-point Likert-scale: (1) strongly 

disagree, (2), disagree, (3) neither agree nor disagree, (4) agree, and (5) strongly agree. The pre 

survey was administered in October and the post survey was administered in June. Three categories 

form the basis of the survey: (a) Relationships - intrapersonal dynamics within the school, (b) 

Organizational Attributes - organizational culture, quality of the work environment, and (c) Personal 

Development - adaptive efficacy and commitment.  Descriptive statistics were used to compare 

percentage changes in the pre and post survey results. Significant differences in the pre and post 

survey data indicating a response rate of more than 50% were analyzed in each category by survey 

question.    

Content Analysis Procedures 

Content analysis was used to analyze emerging themes from student, parent interview transcripts 

to further understand the perceived effects of the program. Using a priori coding (Weber, 1990) five 

native Spanish speakers assisted the researcher through each step of the content analysis procedure. 

The research team (a) read through the corpus of parent and student interviews, (b) sorted the 

interview transcripts by question, (c) coded them by trait and theme within each developmental asset 

category. The team then totaled the number of responses within each theme and represented the total 

as a percentage of the total number of subject responses. When substantive differences in 

interpretation arose, the analysts worked them together into a dialogue leading to an intersubjective 

agreement of .98 (Krippendorff, 1980).  

Results 

 Recognizing the need to document Developmental Asset growth within the psychosocial 

development of the child, this study utilized a mixed methods approach to ascertain the effects of the 

Glen Project in multiple domains. Triangulated data were collected from the DAP-P student surveys, 
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the Creating a Great Place to Learn teacher surveys, child, parent, and administrator interviews. A 

Bonferroni correction was used to reduce the chances of obtaining false-positive results (type I errors) 

because multiple pair wise tests were performed on a single set of data. Overall, there were item-level 

significant differences in asset attainment. Data results are presented as they relate to the four 

questions posed for this study.  

Research Question #1  

 What were the asset attainment differences for participating students over 10 months? A Wilcoxon 

signed-rank z-test for all students (n=415) revealed that DAP-P scores from the fall to spring reported 

a statistically significant change in seven out of eight asset categories within a 10-month period (see 

Table 6). A Mann-Whitney test indicated that student asset scores increased from fall (M=1.65) to 

spring (M=1.80) in the Social Competencies category for the trait “Positive Interactions”, Z=-2.22, 

p<.05; in the Commitment to Learning category for the trait “Cares About School” from fall (M=2.50) 

to spring (M=2.69), Z=-4.06, p<.001; in the Positive Values category for the trait “Avoids Alcohol” 

from fall (M=2.33) to spring (M=2.49), Z=-2.28, p<.022; in the Constructive Use of Time category for 

the trait “Religious Activity” from fall (M=1.86) to spring (M=1.98), Z=-2.17, p<.029; in the 

Boundaries and Expectations category for the trait “Clear School Rules” from fall (M=2.72) to spring 

(M=2.78), Z=-2.16, p<.030; in the Support category for the trait “Parents Help” from fall (M=2.72) to 

spring (2.78), Z=-1.90, p<.047; and for the trait “Family Support” from fall (M=2.81) to spring 

(M=2.89), Z=-2.28, p<.023. Of interest there was a significant decrease in student asset scores for the 

trait “Seeks Parent Advice” in the Support category from fall (M=2.22) to spring (M=1.00), Z=-3.31, 

p<.001 and for the trait “Participates in Sports, Clubs, Groups” in the Constructive Use of Time 

category from fall (M=2.02) to spring (M=1.80), Z=-2.82, p<.005.  
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Research Question #2  

 What was the asset attainment among subjects participating in separate settings? To understand the 

asset attainment in two separate settings, a One-Way Repeated Measures ANOVA was performed on 

DAP-P scores for participants receiving PEI mental health and school support services. Outcomes 

reported that in three out of four internal asset categories, participants receiving both PEI mental 

health services and school support services made significant gains (see Table 7). The single significant 

gain for PEI participants occurred in the Positive Values asset category for the trait “Is Encouraged to 

Help”, Wilks’ Lambda=.990, F(1,413)=3.58, p=.05. For subjects participating in school support 

services there was a significant gain in the Positive Identity asset category for the trait “Overcomes 

Challenges”, Wilks’ Lambda=.987, F(1,413)=4.77, p=.029, and a significant gain in the Commitment 

to Learning asset category for the trait “Tries New Things”, Wilks’ Lambda=.983, F(1,409)=6.31, 

p=.012. Notably there was a significant decrease in the Constructive Use of Time asset category for the 

trait “Sports, Clubs, Groups”, Wilks’ Lambda=.975, F(1,357)=9.116, p=003. 
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Research Question #3 

 How did students describe their asset development? How did parents describe the child’s asset 

development?  To understand the asset perceptions more deeply among students and parents, the 

researcher incorporated self-selected qualitative interviews into the project design. The individual 

conversations with students took approximately 30 minutes and the bilingual parent interviews took 45 

minutes to 1 hour. The student interviews informed the study about asset development from the child’s 

perspective. The parent interviews helped the researcher understand how the parents felt about their 

child’s asset attainment. The researcher worked with the school to maintain records of program 

participants and nonparticipants to ensure data fidelity. 

Student Interview Data 

 Table 8 displays asset attainment reported by student participants during their individual 

interviews. Students who received services participated in both the school support and Prevention 

Early Intervention (PEI) programs.  The percent represents the ratio of coded themed responses to the 
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total number of responses for each trait. Sample response quotes were chosen to best represent the 

coded themes. 

 

Most student interview responses were associated with the Internal Asset category Social 

Competencies. Most (94%) of the responses coded for the trait “Positive Interactions” were associated 

with interview questions #15 and #17 – “Did the program help you make new friends? How? Are you 

better at talking with others because you went to the program? How?” The responses reflected an 

increase in social competence. One fifth grade student shared,  

Yes, I used to be nervous around other people, especially adults, but being around them more and 

talking to new and friendly adults and other children [in ‘Strengthening Families’ and ‘Why Try’] 

has helped me to be calmer and relaxed in new situations.  

 Also, within the Social Competencies asset category a high percentage of student responses were 

coded for the trait “Expresses Feelings” associated with increased emotional competence (84%), and 

self-control (86%). When answering question #18, “Did the program teach you what to do when you 

feel upset? How? one boy stated, “My ‘Power School” teacher talked to me and helped me with some 

of my problems and now I don’t get into trouble as much and I can work through my own problems 
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better.” A middle grade student explained, “The ‘Why Try’ program taught me how to find time for 

myself to breath and calm down instead of yelling or fighting.” A third grader commented, “My 

counselor encouraged me to use a journal to write about my feelings. When I write, I feel like it calms 

me down and helps me relax.” 

Parent Interview Data 

 Table 9 presents asset attainment reported by parent subjects. Asset categories are listed by traits, 

and themes. The number reported as a percentage was calculated by dividing the number of themed 

responses by the number of trait responses. Sample response quotes were chosen to best represent the 

coded themes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Many interviewed parents indicated that their involvement in the Glen Project positively 

influenced their role as parents both at home and school. The largest majority (92%) of parent 

responses were associated with the asset category Boundaries and Expectations.  Within this asset 

category, and associated with the trait “Adult Role Models”, interview question #9 asked, “How has 

being involved in the Glen Project program affected how you model positive, responsible behavior for 
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your child? The parents reported that the program had a positive effect on with their ability to be an 

effective role model. One parent shared, 

 My PEI counselor told us about “Turn off Tuesdays”. It has been hard because you don’t  realize 

 how dependent you are on electronics, but it has been positive. I was not a huge advocate at first 

 but the week after Sandy Hook happened, we turned off the TV for a week because we have a 

 kindergartner and it just hit too close to home. 

 The second highest (91%) number of parent responses were associated with the asset category 

Positive Values.  Within this asset category, and associated with the trait “Encouraged to Help”, 

interview question #15 asked, “How has being involved in the Glen Project program affected how 

your child helps at home? In the neighborhood, or at school?” Most parent responses reported an 

increase in their child’s ability to take initiative. One father commented, 

 My son’s PEI counselor has encouraged him to help the teacher and his classmates. He likes to 

 participate a lot now. On his report card we have seen that he has been participating a lot more 

 than before. He has opened up a lot more. 

 Associated with the asset category Support and trait “Family Support”, parents were asked 

question #5, “How has being involved in the Glen Project program affected your own school 

involvement?” Many (74%) parent responses indicated an increase in school involvement. One mother 

remarked, “My program participation helped me to motivate my daughter because she saw that I was 

present in her school and home life.”  A father shared “My wife Isabel helps the teacher at school to 

cut things and organize papers or do other little jobs she needs. We also go to school program 

meetings. My son likes seeing his mom in the classroom.” 

Research Question #4 

 How did the Glen Project impact the school climate? To more deeply understand how the Glen 

Project affected the school climate, the researcher surveyed participating teachers (n=23) and 
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interviewed the school principal. Teachers completed the pre/post Creating a Great Place to Learn 

school climate survey in the fall and in the spring. The school principal submitted annual Discipline 

Reports and completed an exit interview and reflection for analysis. 

Teacher Data 

  The first significant finding in the teacher data revealed that at the beginning of the study most of 

teachers held negative perceptions about relationships in the school. In the fall, a significant number 

(100%) of teachers strongly disagreed with Question #47 “This school provides a caring and 

supportive environment for me” compared to their perceptions in the spring (4% Strongly Disagree). It 

was noted that in the spring, most teachers (70%) strongly agreed with Question #29 “I feel accepted 

and respected as a colleague by most staff members” compared to fall teacher surveys (10% Strongly 

Agree). 

 The second significant finding was discovered through several survey questions related to the 

organizational aspects of the school. In the fall, all teachers (100%) strongly disagreed with Question 

#50 “Students are free to make suggestions to the principal or other administrator” compared to their 

perceptions in the spring (0%, Strongly Disagree). Also in the fall, all teachers (100%) strongly 

disagreed with Question #44 “Students treat each other with respect” compared to their perceptions in 

the spring (4% Strongly Disagree). Similarly, in the fall, all teachers (100%) strongly disagreed with 

Question #46 “The administration enforces disciplinary policies consistently” compared to spring 

teacher perceptions (9% Strongly Disagree). It was noted that in the spring, most (82%) teachers 

agreed with Question #30 “Most students are helpful and cooperative with staff” compared to their 

perceptions in the fall (20% Agree).  

 The third significant finding was noticed through survey questions related to a teacher’s personal 

development. In the fall, the majority (100%) of the teachers strongly disagreed with Question #45 

“My work gives me a feeling of accomplishment” compared to the spring (4% Strongly Disagree). Of 
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note, the researcher found that in the spring, the majority (78%) of teachers agreed with Question #85 

“If some students in my class are not doing well, I believe that I should change my teaching approach” 

compared to fall teacher perceptions (30% Agree). 

Principal Data 

To ascertain the effects of the Glen Project on school discipline referrals, academic referrals and 

the number of student suspensions, the researcher compared annual Discipline Reports, conducted an 

informal interview, and examined an end of the year reflection.  Data from the report and reflection 

suggested that the Glen Project positively impacted the school climate. In the previous year, there were 

127 discipline referrals, 171 academic referrals, and 41 suspensions. By the end of this study, there 

were only 83 discipline referrals, 58 academic referrals, and 20 suspensions. All referrals were lower 

than the previous year for: (a) discipline (down 35%), (b) academics (down 66%), and (c) suspensions 

(down 51%).  

In an informal interview at the beginning of the year, the principal revealed a psychosocial 

disconnect between the school staff, parents, and students. She shared that most of the teachers 

expressed a belief that the school was an unsafe place because of students’ destructive behaviors, 

cultural and linguistic mismatch, and the psychosocial misunderstanding of the effects of poverty. She 

also shared that the parents had reported a similar distrust in school personnel because of perceived 

injustices experienced by their child. In her end of the year reflection, the principal indicated that 

parents were more connected to the school, and that teachers and students demonstrated increased 

empathy toward each other. The principal shared, 

At the beginning of the year, we had a concern that parents would not want to participate in the 

PEI services because of the stigma attached to mental health problems and a dissatisfaction with 

the school environment. Many parents expressed a belief that the school was an unsafe place 

because they believed teachers treated their child unfairly. But, by having the PEI staff on our 
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campus, parents got to know them from the first day of school and we were able to quickly build 

trust with several families who were then willing to accept help.  A few of our highest needs 

families participated in the 16-week “Strengthening Families” workshops and as a result have been 

more visible on campus, have interacted more with school staff, and seem generally happier and 

more positive with their children.  The overall school climate also seems calmer and more 

nurturing and tolerant.  Many teachers now approach students with the attitude that behaviors are a 

form of communication and can deliver consequences with empathy and at the same time seek to 

get the students the help they need versus seeking to simply punish them.  As a result, students also 

treat each other with more empathy and have even been known to approach the PEI staff seeking 

"therapy" for their friends. 

Discussion 

 Current U.S. studies reporting the mental health effects of the COVID-19 pandemic have found 

that children and adolescents are experiencing higher rates of depression and anxiety than pre-

pandemic rates because of everyday life disruptions associated with increased social isolation, 

increased stress of parents, increased family conflict, and decreased access to mental health care 

(Meade, 2021). Other studies in the U.S. have reported that mental health services were ranked as the 

#2 concern for caregivers of 6–12-year-old children during the pandemic (Fitzpatrick, Carson, & 

Weisz, 2021). In post-pandemic schools, educators are acknowledging the role that schools play in 

teaching and supporting mental health (Chafouleas, Johnson, Riley-Tillman, and Iovino, 2021) and are 

prioritizing three mental health components: social relationships, emotional and behavioral well-being. 

Now more than ever, children need a set of interrelated skills and values that will serve as protective 

factors to recover from the negative mental health effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 To date, few studies have examined effective universal mental health services at the elementary 

school level for vulnerable, Latinx children and their families. Universal services shift the focus away 
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from the traditional problem-based approach and strategically follow a strengths-based, asset-driven 

approach. This study tested the hypothesis that a carefully designed universal mental health program 

(The Glen Project) can positively strengthen the well-being of Latinx children, their families, and 

positively impact the overall school climate.  

Developmental Asset Attainment 

 Quantitative and qualitative evidence from this study suggest that the interactions that took place 

among participants in The Glen Project were positive in developing children’s developmental assets.  

Multiple sources of data collected from both children and their parents verified that asset attainment 

increased in all four Internal Asset categories – (a) Commitment to Learning, (b) Positive Values, (c) 

Social Competencies, and Positive Identity, and three out of four External Asset categories (a) 

Constructive Use of Time, (b) Boundaries and Expectations and (c) Support. Of interest, student assets 

decreased for the External Asset trait “Seeks Parent Advice”.  

 The following corroborative quantitative and qualitative data may provide an explanation for this 

decrease. For the asset category Positive Identity, the One-Way Repeated Measures ANOVA revealed 

that students who participated in school support services increased their Positive Identity asset 

attainment for the trait “Overcomes Challenges”. The associated interview question confirmed an 

increase in students’ self-esteem. Students participating in school support services reported that they 

were confident about their identity, and students participating in PEI mental health services expressed 

confidence regarding their school abilities. Persistent throughout the interviews, students reported that 

the “Why Try” and “Power School” programs emphasized esteem-building concepts. When asked “Do 

you like yourself better because you went to your program? If so, how?” one student responded, “Yes, 

I feel okay now because of ‘Why Try’. I no longer feel ugly, and this makes me very happy.” Another 

commented “Yes because at ‘Power School’ friends are always by my side. I am not afraid that I will 

be lost in class anymore.”  
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 Parents also observed an increase in the positive identity development in their children. Parents 

whose child participated in school support services shared that their child was self-assured, and parents 

with children participating in PEI mental health services commented that their child had a positive 

identity because they learned how important it was to assure them. One parent whose child 

participated in the “Why Try” program shared,  

She is a little on the chubby side, but she is the one that always says, ‘mom let’s go for a walk, I 

don’t want them to call me chubby.’ She always wants to better herself so she can be more 

confident in herself. 

Not surprising the One-Way Repeated Measures ANOVA revealed that participating students 

receiving both PEI mental health and school support services also made significant asset gains in the 

Internal Assets Positive Values, Positive Identity, Commitment to Learning, and the External Asset 

category of Constructive Use of Time. The following student and parent interviews described the 

powerful outcomes of these asset attainments. Students shared that after school programs like “Power 

School” gave them the opportunity to be adventurous and try new things through such activities as 

performing arts, cooking, and roleplay. They clarified that their desire to try new things was also 

motivated by an enthusiastic response to new skills they learned in other school support services such 

as “Skill Streaming”. For these students, there was a clear connection with positive school-based 

activities and an excitement for new learning. They were motivated through structured, after-school, 

interdependent learning. 

 Parents verified their child’s perspectives. Program participants reported that their child enjoyed 

reading for pleasure and ambitiously wanted to pursue a higher education because of their involvement 

in PEI and “Power School”. Like the students, the perspectives of the parents reflected their child’s 

intrinsic motivation to learn rather than an extrinsic motivation to please their parents through school 
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attendance. One program participant reflected, “Because of her program, she just likes to learn. She 

doesn’t want to disappoint herself. She has high expectations. It comes easy to her. She is a learner.” 

 The Wilcoxon Signed Rank z-test confirmed the increase of a fourth Internal Asset - Social 

Competencies. According to student interviews, a large majority of students who participated in the 

program conveyed positive experiences associated with the themes “Social-emotional Competence” 

and “Self-Control”. Most students suggested that “Power School” provided a safe place to develop 

friendships. For interview question #15 “Has your program helped you make new friends? If so, 

how?” one third grade boy responded, “Yeah because ‘Power School’ is a place where I feel safe and 

comfortable to branch out and meet new people.” Another student added that the “Power School” 

program “helped me find new people to play with and now they’re my best friends.” Student 

interviews also confirmed an increased awareness regarding emotional regulation. For interview 

question #18 “Has your program helped you know what to do when you are angry or frustrated? If so, 

how?” the students who participated in the program were able to articulate anger management skills 

such as journaling, self-reflection, time out, breathing, counting, singing, painting, and relaxation 

techniques that they learned in programs such as “Power School”, PEI mental health therapy, and 

“Why Try”.  

 Parents who participated in the program also observed the presence of these traits at home with 

their children. Many parents shared that they observed the following social competency traits (a) 

Builds Friendships, (b) Plans Ahead, (c) Resolves Conflicts, and (d) Positive Interactions. Coded for 

themes (a) Friendly, (b) Forward thinker, (c) Social Competence and (d) Self-Control. Parents 

expressed that their child’s involvement in their perspective school programs increased their ability to 

build and maintain friendships and control their frustrations and anger. One parent shared, “The Glen 

Project does a fabulous job tackling friendships and what it means to be a good friend. My child has 

lots of friends of all ages. The school really attempts to make a healthy safe space.” Moreover, many 



THE GLEN PROJECT   

 

29 

parents reported observing the following anger management skills that children practiced at home – 

time out, relaxation techniques, and verbalizing feelings. One mother shared, “She goes to a place by 

herself then comes and talks when she is more relaxed.”  

 As previously presented, the increase in multiple Internal and External Developmental Assets may 

explain the reason why the need to seek parental advice diminished at the end of the year. The data 

from the study suggested that students whose Commitment to Learning in environments with clear 

Boundaries and Expectations that promote Positive Identity development, Positive Values, a 

Constructive Use of Time, and Social Competencies increase their confidence, motivation, and self-

efficacy. Current research has found that high self-efficacy in learning environments raise student self-

directed learning (Mirzawati, Neviyarni, & Rusdinal, 2020).  

Principal Perceptions 

Recent studies have reported that a universal approach to school based mental health programs 

effectively enhance social emotional competence, positive prosocial attitudes, and behavior (Cefai et 

al., 2022), especially for students from ethnic minorities, and students from low socio-economic 

backgrounds. The comparative data collected from the principal’s annual School Discipline Report 

and the end of the year reflection corroborated these reports. The following data suggested that the 

Glen Project services positively affected school wide referral patterns in all categories. In her end of 

the year reflection, the principal explained, 

The above data reflects what I had a feeling was happening this year.  I noticed that the number of 

referrals coming into the office seemed to be less than last year.  I attributed this to a couple of 

things.  First, because we now have an on-site therapist, a full-time psychologist/school lead, and 

two additional PEI staff on campus, our teachers are more likely to consult them or ask them for 

help before sending students to the office on referral.  Second, because of the various trainings 

teachers have participated in, they are employing behavior intervention strategies and approaching 
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students with more empathy.  As a result, teachers are better able to handle challenging behaviors 

in the classroom or more likely to seek advice about a challenging student rather than to send them 

out on referral.  Additionally, suspensions are down significantly.  I attribute this to the reduced 

number of referrals and the understanding among staff as well as myself that suspensions are not a 

productive form of behavior intervention.  Having PEI staff on campus gives us an immediate 

intervention that is both non-punitive and gets to the cause of the problem and a plan for a remedy.   

The principal’s reflection also noted improvements in parent-teacher-student relationships 

throughout the year. She stated that at the beginning of the year, parents felt disconnected from the 

school because it was “unsafe”, and “culturally insensitive”, and “unfair”, therefore parent 

participation was low and school referrals were high. She explained that this shifted as a direct result 

of a 16-week “Strengthening Families” workshop. She noted that the school’s highest needs families 

became “more visible on campus” and seemed “generally happier and more positive with their 

children.”  

The principal observed similar shifts among teacher attitudes and behaviors. At the beginning of 

the year, she shared that the teachers felt the school was “unsafe” because of students’ destructive 

behaviors. However, by the end of the year, she believed that many teachers could “deliver 

consequences with empathy and at the same time, seek to get the students the help they need versus 

seeking to simply punish them.” The principal’s overall impression was that universal services offered 

through the Glen Project created a school climate that seemed “calmer and more nurturing and 

tolerant” and that students demonstrated increased empathy toward one another. The school’s efforts 

to build positive personal and interpersonal relationships through teacher trainings and Glen Project 

services, corroborated findings from Kang-Yi et al., (2018) who posits that fewer school referrals and 

suspensions are associated with effective universal school-based mental health interventions for 

economically disadvantaged children. 
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Teacher Perceptions 

In the fall and spring, the researcher administered the Creating A Great Place to Learn school 

climate survey to the teachers to learn if the Glen Project positively affected school climate in three 

categories: (a) Relationships - intrapersonal dynamics within the school, (b) Organizational Attributes 

- organizational culture, quality of the work environment, and (c) Personal Development - adaptive 

efficacy and commitment. Throughout the year, the teachers received multiple trainings to teach them 

how to set up a bully free classroom (the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program), handle discipline 

using positive behavioral intervention supports (the Love and Logic Discipline Program), and (c) and 

create a trauma-sensitive environment where students feel safe (The Therapeutic Crisis Intervention 

Protocol Training). The data collected from the climate survey supported the principal’s observations 

and revealed significant improvements in all three categories of the school climate from the fall to the 

spring.  

In the Relationships category, 100% of the teachers did not feel that the school provided a caring 

and supportive environment for them at the beginning of the year. However, in the spring, only 4% 

held these beliefs. Also, only 10% of the teachers felt accepted and respected by their colleagues in the 

fall, but in the spring, 70% strongly agreed with this perception.  

Analysis of the teacher survey data also found significant shifts from fall to spring in the 

Organizational Attributes category. At the beginning of the year 100% of the teachers did not feel that 

the students were free to make suggestions to the principal or other administrator. However, in the 

spring, no teachers felt this way. Additionally, in the fall, 100% of the teachers did not feel that 

students treated each other with respect, whereas in the spring, only 4% of the teachers observed 

disrespect among students. Moreover, 82% of the teachers felt that students were helpful and 

cooperative with staff in the spring compared to fall when only 20% of the teachers expressed this 

opinion. 
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Regarding perceptions in the Personal Development category, 100% of the teachers did not feel 

their work gave them a feeling of accomplishment in the fall. However, in the spring only 4% felt this 

way. Of note, 78% of the teachers felt that they should change their teaching approach if some 

students were not doing well in the spring, whereas only 30% held this belief in the fall.  

Past research studies have observed that teachers’ perceptions of school climate include factors 

such as classroom management, disruptive behaviors among students, and positive relationships 

between teachers and the administration (Mitchell, Bradshaw, & Leaf, 2010; Yang et al., 2018). The 

findings in this study support the expanding body of research suggesting that effective professional 

development can increase teacher morale and raise student outcomes (Hill et al. 2021). These findings 

are a valuable contribution to the field because calls for pandemic recovery outcomes to historically 

marginalized students emphasize that teachers have the knowledge and skills to develop safe 

classroom environments that promote equity and inclusion (Jin, 2021).   

Limitations 

 There were several limitations associated with this study that constrained the generalizability of the 

findings. This study studied the first year of the Glen Project implementation therefore, even though 

the data is promising, it cannot be perceived as conclusive. Additionally, because data were drawn 

from a small pool of self-reported perceptions during the student and parent interviews, conclusions 

about various program effects inhibited the generalizability of the qualitative research findings. 

Finally, the ability to measure change in program effects over time was constrained by the scope of the 

project.  

Conclusion 

 Elementary schools today face enormous challenges in developing the academic and social-

emotional wellbeing of the diverse children and families in their charge.  Noncognitive skills are 

broadly accepted traits that comprise the definition of what it means to be educated (Heckman & 
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Kautz, 2012). Such skills are developed through the instructional and social interactions that take place 

throughout the elementary school years.  Multiple studies indicate that cognitive development in 

children is directly linked to the possession of noncognitive traits (Durlak et al., 2011). Visionary 

expectations for post-pandemic schools include equipping children with assets that strengthen skills 

involving problem solving, social-emotional competence, creativity, self-confidence, and the self-

control that prepare them to successfully transform all aspects of their social ecology (García, 2014).  

 Although historically, most economically disadvantaged children lack access to free, universal 

mental health programs, the findings in this study offer a different outcome. Both the quantitative and 

qualitative data in this study suggested that the first year of the Glen Project program offered an 

effective positive child development model that increased critical protective factors throughout the 

child’s ecology. Data also suggested that the increased attainment of social-emotional assets positively 

equipped children to build healthy peer connections at home and at school.  

The initial year of the program not only appeared to have a positive effect on interpersonal 

connections, but it also had a positive effect on the school environment through decreased student 

referrals, increased developmental asset attainment, increased school climate, and positive parent 

connections. The findings reported that developing a child’s positive values resulted in an increased 

desire to help at home, in the school, and in the community. Of interest, the study suggested that 

family involvement and how a child spends his or her time outside of class improved student self-

efficacy, self-confidence, creativity and the commitment to learn new things supporting previous 

findings that family involvement in and out of school can socially and emotionally reconnect a child to 

the community by raising student achievement in reading and language arts, mathematics skills, 

thinking skills, social skills, the motivation to learn, and a positive school environment (Ruppert, 

2006; Voorhis, et al., 2013).  
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 Deeply embedded in the microsystem of transformative interactions is the desire for a child to 

connect to his/her world. Developmental assets are not just skills, they are the relational synapse that 

nurtures connections to all socializing agencies in a child’s ecosystem. Sameroff (2009) proposes that 

“Children affect their environments and environments affect children.” (p. 19). Supporting this thesis, 

the current study hopes to contribute new perspectives to the growing body of literature on the positive 

development of children within foundational socializing systems of a child’s ecology. 

Implications for Future Research 

 Recommendations for future research include the development of a reliable means to assess the 

longitudinal academic, mental health, and social effects of each service within the Glen Project. Data 

from a larger pool of student, parent, teacher, and administrator interviews should be accessed over 

time. Additionally, it would be interesting to study this model of a school based, universal mental 

health program in multiple school settings throughout a district. Ultimately a broad based, longitudinal 

study of school-based, universal mental health programs for underserved Latinx children and their 

families can provide an ecologically centered model for much needed change that significantly 

informs the future for all children, schools, and communities.  
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